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SPACES OF PREPARATION: THE 'ACTON HILTON' AND CHANGING PATTERNS OF TELEVISION DRAMA REHEARSAL
While television studies has paid a great deal of attention to the importance of individual figures and institutions in the development of the medium's history, the significance of those buildings where much of their work was carried out is less frequently highlighted. The closure last year of BBC Television Centre at London's Wood Lane saw media commentators and former personnel alike competing to pay tribute to the 'dream factory' 1 - not an appellation by which any who worked there had previously known it -with an entire evening devoted to the site on BBC Four; an indication of the importance such structures can take on in the national consciousness.
While few would take issue with Television Centre's significance in British broadcasting, its closure put me in mind of another BBC building, whose decommissioning and (unlike the listed Wood Lane property) demolition a few years ago went almost entirely un-trumpeted by the media, and indeed the BBC itself. The Corporation's North Acton
Television Rehearsal Rooms, a seven-storey block known ironically by those who used it as the 'Acton Hilton', first came into use in 1970 as a creative hub for not just drama but also comedy and light entertainment productions. For every half-hour of content recorded at Television Centre, around a week's prior preparation had taken place at Acton, yet the Rehearsal Rooms' role in television history has thus far been largely neglected. Former Head of Studio Management Mike Jones's website 2 aside, scant attention has been paid to a building which, perhaps even more than Television Centre, represented the processes of a mode of programme-making that has all but disappeared in the modern era of decentralisation and location filming. Drawing upon a combination of research conducted at the BBC's Written Archive Centre and original interviews with several of those who worked at Acton, this article represents an attempt to redress that lack. Following a brief history of the rooms, I
shall discuss their significance as a space of preparation and, perhaps most importantly, a community for the many actors and directors who worked there between the 1970s and the early 1990s, before examining how patterns of preparation have changed between then and now.
Given the predominantly live nature of British television drama from 1936 until the early 1960s, it might be thought that the necessity for rehearsal would, from the outset, have required the provision of some kind of space specifically designed for this purpose, and indeed at the spacious Alexandra Palace at least one area was provided in addition to Studios A and B. 3 However, the bulk of rehearsal was conducted at what were termed 'outside' rehearsal rooms; these were existing premises, many of which were initially located in the West End for the convenience of actors working primarily in theatre, which were leased on a renewable short-term basis by the BBC. Thirteen such locations were in use in 1950, 4 and by 1959 the number had more than doubled to 27 halls, missions and boys clubs. 5 In the interim, much of the BBC's television production had moved from Alexandra Palace to the refurbished Gaumont film studios at Lime Grove, Television Centre still being in the early stages of construction. The original plan put forward in 1953 was for the 'tail' of the Television Centre 'question mark' to include a rehearsal block, with provision made for 17 rooms occupying around 25,000 square feet. 6 However, over the next year a number of questions and objections were raised regarding the height, grouping and soundproofing of the rooms. In January 1954 a Working Party reported that, at £11,200 per annum, the cost of continuing to rent outside rooms was marginally cheaper than the £11,700 that would be required to maintain the proposed rehearsal spaces at Television Centre, but suggested as a third option 'the renting of a special building.' 7 This possibility was not pursued by would confine the number of studios to a maximum of twelve.' 9 The possibility of finding a site near Television Centre was again raised, but following a subsequent costing of approximately £500,000 the project was shelved indefinitely, with no provision made for it in the BBC's five-year budget.
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During Television Centre's construction the canteen was in fact employed for rehearsal, but this practice ceased when Stage III of building work commenced in the late 1950s. 11 It was then suggested that those studios which would be vacated once Lime Grove productions moved to Wood Lane could be converted into rehearsal space. 12 In the event,
outside rooms continued to be rented; by 1963, the number used had risen to 31. 13 These rehearsal spaces were not, however, always conducive to the task at hand. The BBC's archives contain two files of correspondence with the actors' union Equity between 1952 and 1966, largely comprising of complaints regarding cleanliness, the absence of designated changing rooms and telephone facilities, and, above all, heating. This seems to have been a major factor in the outside rooms used in the early 1950s, director Alvin Rakoff recalling that: 'You'd get one little gas burner which always ran out; everyone was bundled up.' 14 In the early 1960s, however, a process of refurbishment was undertaken, and more suitable replacements were sought for existing rooms. 15 By 1965 twelve drill halls at least had been fitted with gas central heating, 16 and all the properties leased were inspected on a six-monthly basis. 17 Graded with regard to popularity, amenities, access, parking and dressing room space, rooms were placed into three categories. In 1970 BBC costs for the Television Rehearsal Rooms' lease alone was £82,700 per annum, and there were rates and running costs on top of this, whereas the highest price of an external room was £3500 per annum, with almost no extras to pay. It is important to appreciate that TRR was more than twice as expensive as eighteen external rooms, but the Television Service wanted to offer much better facilities to artists and also wanted security at a time that it seemed demand was steady and supply was diminishing. and 80 by 50 feet), plus a green room (decorated in green, gold and brown, 566 square feet, or 25 by 20 feet) and three small production offices (300 square feet). The finish of these rooms was industrial concrete and white brick, and durable lino tiles were used for flooring on each floor bar the first, which was sprung wood, designed for dance work. As with outside rooms, during rehearsal sets would be designated by the use of coloured tape on the floors, though the Acton rooms also provided notional 'mark-up' points along the perimeter. Central heating was provided via radiators, but there was no air conditioning. Lavatories on each floor were one sex only, which allegedly led to special negotiations over bookings dependent on whether the star was male or female. 30 The top (seventh) floor featured a kitchen and canteen, which took up 3,502 square feet. McNally describes the community spirit that could come to exist between directors and their favoured performers:
There were a whole bunch of them, and you'd work with them a lot, because there was a lot of television work and they had their ensemble of actors that they would always use, like a repertory company, and there was a sense of: 'There's no point in doing this unless we enjoy it.' Not that one was dilettante about the work at all, but there was certainly a sense of 'a life in the theatre', you know, that was transformed into television. Before comparing the nature of theatre and television work, it is necessary to examine the rehearsal process that took place at Acton, which differed little from that established in the BBC's outside rehearsal rooms during the days of live drama. The first day would be given over to a full cast read-through of the script for the episode or play to be worked on, during which any cuts or amendments would be agreed. In addition to the director, this was the only day on which the script editor, producer and perhaps the writer would also be in attendance, along with representatives from the make-up and costume departments. After this first day, the director would be left to work with the cast on the learning of lines and blocking of movements around areas which, as already mentioned, were marked out with tape to represent the sets to be used in the studio on the day of recording. According to Shaun Sutton 41 Towards the end of the rehearsal period, the entire episode would be performed in two separate rehearsal room 'runs'. The 'producer's run' would, as its name suggests, provide the programme producer with an initial idea of what the episode was going to look like, and offered a final opportunity, before the move into the studio, to amend, augment or veto any elements of the performance that did not meet with approval. By this stage the director would also have drawn up a provisional camera plan, plotting the moves of the multiple cameras to be employed in the studio when recording. The 'technical run' would then be attended by camera, lighting and sound crew, again before the move into the studio, to gain some idea of the demands that would be made upon them on the day of recording. This process had evolved in an era when live drama performances were typically given in the evenings, meaning that on the day of transmission at least two technical rehearsals would take place in the studio before broadcast; the first time the actors would have worked with full sets, costumes and props. Even when videotape pre-recording began to replace live transmission in the 1960s, the same process was maintained, though in the 1970s evening-only recordings became less common as the 'rehearse/record' model was introduced, allowing separate scenes, perhaps utilising the same set, to be recorded throughout the day and edited together in post-production. However, the amount of time allocated for studio work remained the same, with the bulk of preparation still taking place during the Acton rehearsals. When comparing this system with that employed for the theatre, several of the actors who worked at Acton are now critical, Roger Lloyd Pack stating: 'You'd come in and you'd rehearse ...
rather like you would a play, really, without the same detail; it was much more perfunctory.
Because a lot of television writing is too conventional, and it's not so demanding the same way as theatre plays are. So it wasn't so intense, but you would rehearse it, and the moves and that, and timing, and you'd go over it again.' 42 This view of television rehearsal as a 'perfunctory' process, concentrating on repetitious movement and blocking rather than characterisation and text, is supported by Patrick Malahide: 'The rehearsal in the rehearsal rooms wasn't for performance, it was in order to accommodate this huge deal of running these cameras, which were vast things like baby elephants, and they'd be pushed all around the studios on the ends of cables. So that was a very cumbersome process.' 43 For Malahide, such rehearsal did little to assist actors in preparing for the final studio performance:
'Looking back at the years I've sat in the Acton Hilton, I find an awful lot of it a dreadful waste of time ... going over and over and over it again; you know, acting to white tape marks on the floor ... The trouble with television, because it was rehearsed in such a way, you got
[to the studio] and you couldn't change anything.'
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There is a clear dichotomy here between the positing of the Acton Hilton as an extension of the stage ensemble, and the major distinction between the type of rehearsals that took place for theatre and TV. Lloyd Pack and Malahide's suggestion that Acton rehearsals were more concerned with blocking than the discussion of text and character typical of stage work would seem to contradict Shaun Sutton's earlier assertion that the process was 'basically no different.' 45 However, such limitations were probably similar to those experienced at rehearsal rooms used by independent television companies. The key difference was that, whereas ITV's rooms were usually located in the same block as their studios, 46 the BBC's facilities were separate and stand-alone; a fact which had a significant impact on the sense of the acting ensemble engendered. Prior to the opening of the Acton building, casts would rehearse in isolation, at locations scattered across London. The sense of company would therefore be restricted to the actors working on a particular production, and might vary depending on the programme format. On a long-running series, the same core group of actors would be meeting on a regular basis, in a manner similar to a theatrical repertory or touring company, whereas on a single play or short serial the sense of 'belonging' to a group might be more focused but shorter-lived; in stage terms, the equivalent of a limited run. The Acton rooms, however, presented something new; a sense of ensemble that extended beyond the production itself. In theatrical terms, the closest equivalent to this extended 'family' of performers might be the old-style variety bill, in which troupes of performers from a variety of acts would rehearse and tour together. In more contemporary terms, a possible parallel exists in the form of London's West End theatre district, in which actors working on Shaftesbury Avenue or Drury Lane have the opportunity to socialise outside their companies in the area's pubs and night-spots. Yet while the Acton site featured its own social focal points via its canteen and the nearby Castle pub, the sense of community also extended into the working space itself. As already seen, it was not uncommon for actors to 'spy' on fellow performers during breaks; not something that would be possible in stage rehearsals, which typically take place in isolated rehearsal rooms or theatres. 47 This familial atmosphere marked the Acton Hilton out as unique in British and possibly world television, but its history was a comparatively brief one. Although the multicamera studio drama of which Acton rehearsals were a vital component lasted well into the 1980s, by the middle of that decade the Rehearsal Rooms were used far less frequently than they had been just a few years before. The BBC's new flagship soap, EastEnders (1985-) was shot at Elstree Studios in Borehamwood, and never made use of the Hilton's facilities, rehearsal rooms being provided on-site. Long-running children's drama Grange Hill (BBC, 1978 (BBC, -2008 ) also moved to Elstree Centre in 1985, while several new drama productions, such
as Casualty (BBC, 1986-), developed their own 'standing set' warehouse facilities. While
Acton was still operating at 80% capacity in 1992, 48 the effects of the 1990 Broadcasting Act, which obliged the BBC to commission 25% of its output from independent companies, were being felt. As a consequence, much of the drama traditionally produced at Television Centre and rehearsed at Acton was now made by organisations with no similar investment in studio plant. This was followed in 1993 by the instigation of 'Producer Choice', a policy under which producers could use outside suppliers as opposed to internal departments should they prove more cost-effective. 'In-house' BBC drama production between 1992 and 1995 dropped from 74% to 54%. 49 In 1995 the lower three floors at Acton were converted into storage for BBC wardrobe and wigs. Two years later the remaining floors were converted for office use -with air conditioning finally installed. Warehouse, who promptly sold it on to developer Berkeley First; the latter then opted to demolish the block in favour of constructing student accommodation. 51 Since the mid-1990s, television drama production has seen a significant shift from multi-camera studio to single camera location work, with a consequent impact on production and rehearsal processes. Little or no prior preparation of the type carried out at the Acton Hilton now takes place, contact time with the director usually being limited to a single cast read-through of the script, known as a 'table read', and a brief blocking session on the day of recording. Table reads are conducted in production 'blocks' some time before filming begins, 52 rather than taking place on the first day of a longer rehearsal process. This means that, rather than focusing on one episode at a time, regular cast members will almost certainly be reading scripts back-to-back for two (or even three) episodes that do not necessarily follow each other in transmission order. While, as seen earlier, a first day rehearsal read-through at Acton would usually have been attended by the core production team, the modern-day equivalent is a much larger affair, director Richard Clark stating: 'The read-through is quite a major event. What you'll find is ... all the producers of the department, the exec producers, you know; everybody turns up to the read-through, and generally full cast, assuming that it's possible.' 53 Whether an actor attends the represented by the Hilton now clearly applies only to the regular, core cast, filming sessions having become a much more fragmented experience than was the case in the studio era.
Although the amount of time allocated to a one-hour drama today is little different to what it would have been in the 1970s, comprising approximately a fortnight, the way in which it is utilised has changed drastically. Whereas previously the bulk of production time would have been given over to rehearsal, with studio time comparatively limited, today prior rehearsal is virtually non-existent, any preparation typically taking place on day of filming.
Although production schedules for an episodic drama provide an average of two weeks'
shooting as one half of a production block (often with scenes from different episodes being recorded on the same day), some additional preparation time is allowed prior to the first block of any new series. Howard Burch, an executive producer at Kudos Productions, explains the process: 'You'd start off with the lead director, 55 and then he would be given that first week of rehearsals ... He probably [uses] three out of the five days for rehearsals, and the rehearsal days [aren't] necessarily that long; you know, they'd probably start at ten, and finish certainly by four.' 56 The fact that so little of the first week is allotted to rehearsal is, according to
Burch, due to the remainder being taken up with costume fittings, make-up tests and even last-minute location scouting and script changes. 57 The few days' rehearsal available to the lead director represents their only opportunity to work closely with actors on particular scenes or discuss characterisation and performance choices; something that would have been a regular part of the rehearsal process at Acton. Once this opening week is concluded, production becomes an on-going routine in which less preparation time is available, as Richard Clark describes: 'When one person is shooting, another one is prepping, another one is editing; so it's a rolling system, basically. And you know, thirteen episodes ... is about as many episodes as we can generally do in this country before you're doing a soap.'
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The period of prior preparation and planning that took place at Acton clearly no longer exists, and the performances which actors now give would seem to be a combination of that provided at their audition (assuming the part was not a straight offer, bypassing the requirement to read), any notes provided after the table read (assuming the actor was in attendance), any preparation they choose to conduct in their own time (either alone, or with fellow cast members), and the direction they receive on the day of filming. In terms of actual rehearsal, directors typically spend just ten to fifteen minutes alone with their actors, reading and then blocking the scene to be filmed. 62 This is the cast's sole opportunity to raise any issues about which they are unsure, after which the film crew are called in and the scene is performed again. Lighting is then planned, props are set in place, and filming commences; a microcosm of the process that formerly took place at Acton between director and cast. This sense of rootlessness is in marked contrast to the extended familial atmosphere provided by the Acton Hilton, which seems to have represented a home from home for the acting community. Although the productions worked on may not always have been on-going series, there was the sense that the rehearsal rooms provided a permanent base. Even if the same body of actors working on a particular play was unlikely to be assembled again in the same, specific formation, it would not be long before they were walking the Hilton's corridors and socialising in the canteen once again. Indeed, for the many performers who worked there in the 1970s and 1980s, it almost seems the Acton Hilton was more important for this extended sense of camaraderie than for the work that was carried out there. It should be remembered, of course, that this fortunate (for those who worked there) state of affairs was the serendipitous result of hard-nosed executive decisions, rather than a calculated attempt to engender an extended performing community. Nevertheless, from a simple investment in the updating and consolidation of an existing rehearsal system, the Acton Rehearsal Rooms became, in a sense, the fulcrum of the BBC's entertainment world. This was an environment which is, according to Kevin McNally, now lost for ever:
The interesting thing about it -and I'm sorry to get sentimental, but I'm sure everyone will have told you -what all actors of my generation miss is that sense of the community, the acting community. We would all meet at the Acton rehearsal rooms; everything that was working there was rehearsing in that building, you know, so there was a wonderful sense of meeting people socially ... And one misses that being gone; it's absolutely obvious that, in the modern climate, that sort of concentration of materials, like having a rehearsal room, and all of those shows going, can't happen any more. But on the other hand it is now a ludicrous indicator of how strange the business is, that that building is the only copyright offices with sprung dance floors. I mean -what a waste of that building. 65 When that interview was recorded, in November 2010, the process of demolishing the Acton rooms was in fact already complete. Its replacement, 'The Costume Store', now houses 730 UAL students.
While perhaps not as iconic as Television Centre, the Acton Hilton symbolises not only a mode of television production that is, with the exception of sitcom and possibly talent shows, now virtually extinct, but also a particular period in British television acting, where a new type of performing community began to emerge. This was distinct from both the tightknit repertory group and the cinema industry in terms of its centralised location and multiplicity of formats, its component members not being limited to one production, series or genre of programme-making alone. Whether such an extended community could flourish in the current era of media cities and drama centres -the 'dream factories' of tomorrow, perhaps -remains to be seen; from the comments of those featured here, it seems unlikely that these new endeavours will recapture quite the same collaborative spirit as that which existed at the Hilton.
